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LOS ANGELES 


At several moments during "Flower Drum Song" currently at the Mark Taper Forum, we see the just-come-from-China Mei-Li and the highly 
Americanized Wang Ta paired with ghostly reflections of themselves, dressed in traditional Chinese clothes and representing an earlier moment in 
history. 


Although probably unintentional, these scenes from David Henry Hwang's revisiting of Rodgers and Hammerstein's musical serve as a perfect 
metaphor for the production itself. 


The musical, which opened Sunday in Los Angeles, is a substantially revised and rewritten version of the original 1958 work, set in San Francisco's 
Chinatown. That production was not so much unsympathetic to the lives of Chinese-Americans as ignorant of them, depending instead on 
stereotypes held by other Americans about mail-order brides, Chinese patriarchy and fortune-cookie philosophy. 


This older version hovers over the singers in the new production like a ghost, an incarnation of the show created for a world that thought that 
racial stereotypes were just fun, as long as the lyrics were catchy. 


The current production has its flaws -- including the fact that sometimes it doesn't quite seem to know how seriously it should take itself or the 
lives of these characters -- but overall it's a polished romp with some pretty decent music and some much-more-than decent performances. 


The show in this incarnation presents us with Wang, who is performing Chinese opera in San Francisco to empty houses, and his son Ta, who 
borrows his father's theater one night a week to stage a very American night-club show with scantily clad Chinese dancers that brings in "the 
trenchcoat crowd." Whether the father and son will ever find a happy medium between classical art and stripping propels much of the plot. 


The rest of the plot involves Wang's infatuation with the night-club star Linda and fresh-off-the-boat Mei-Li's infatuation with Ta. 


The Taper, with its small stage and intimate setting, is not the typical arena for a larger-scale musical. But the show works surprisingly well in this 
space, filling up the hall with melody and the flash of gorgeous costumes. The set -- one of those one-set-with-lots-of-folding-parts that fills all 
needs -- works efficiently and elegantly. 


Lea Salonga as Mei-Li and Jose Llana as Ta work well together, although the script gives them too little to work with. We never get to see them fall 
in love -- they meet and the next minute Mei-Li is pining for him, but we really don't understand why. 


But Salonga's voice covers a lot of plot holes and Llana has down pat the trick of shifting instantly and ironically between the values of his father 
and the values of his new American world. Llana's is the most convincing depiction of the personal complexities that come about from standing in 
two worlds at the same time. 


Sandra Allen as Linda, the lead singer in Ta's night-club act, is bewitchingly beautiful and graceful, and Jodi Long, as Madame Liang, her agent, 
creates a funny and sophisticated take on the Dragon Lady stereotype. 


She got the biggest laugh of the evening with a jibe at agents as being people who fall into that line of work because they don't have any education 
or talent for anything else. Los Angeles, above all, is still an industry town. 


Tzi Ma as Wang, the man intent on not losing his Chinese identity simply because he is also an American, has perhaps the funniest bit of business 
in the show -- performing an exorcism in his theater after his son's weekly hoochie-koochie show. 


Certainly the current Taper production seems both more appropriate and funnier to a 21st-century audience than did the original. But it still 
seems slightly out of joint in key ways. This is not the kind of show that would be written today about this issue. This is not the kind of show that 
would be written today about any issue, for the form of the American musical has moved on since the 1950s. 


The current state of the musical, as represented by a show like "Contact," blends music and narrative in more complex and ambiguous ways. Of 
course, the current state of American musical theater owes a great deal to Rodgers and Hammerstein, and this restaging of "Flower Drum Song" is 
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at least in some ways an acknowledgment of that. But one does wonder -- just a little -- if an entirely new musical about these same ideas wouldn't 
have been even more enjoyable. 


kkk 
THEATER REVIEW 
"Flower Drum Song" 


When: 8 p.m. Tuesdays through Saturdays, 2:30 p.m. Saturdays and Sundays and 7:30 p.m. Sundays. No performance Thanksgiving. One Monday 
performance, 8 p.m. Nov 19. 2:30 p.m. on Nov. 28. Through Dec. 2. 


Where: Mark Taper Forum of the Los Angeles Music Center, 135 N. Grand Ave., Los Angeles. 
Admission: $45-$50. 
Information: (213) 628-2772. 


On the Internet: www.marktaperforum.com 
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